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o
If Curbing Alcohol Abuse on College
Campuses Is an Impossible Dream,
Why Bother With Interventions
Aimed at Curbing Abuse?
Navigating the Drinking Culture to
Become Productive Citizens
James P. Barber, College of William and Mary

T

he history of alcohol on college campuses is as long as the history of
American higher education. As Eric Burns recounts in The Spirits
of America: A Social History of Alcohol, Harvard originally built and
operated its own brewery that supplied beer for the college’s dining hall.1
The brewery was one of the ﬁrst buildings at the college, to satisfy early
students’ expectations for beer.2 Keep in mind that most students in the
early days of Harvard and other colonial American colleges were 14–15
years old, sons of the colonial elite, with many training to be Puritan
ministers. The production of the brewery at Harvard could not keep up
with demand for alcohol, and students complained they were often
deprived of beer between brewings. As a result of this neglect (as well as
allegations of beating one of the students), Harvard ﬁred Nathaniel
Eaton, the ﬁrst leader of the institution, after the college’s ﬁrst year in
1639.
EBSCO : eBook Collection (EBSCOhost) - printed 162
on 7/19/2018 12:09 PM via COLLEGE OF WILLIAM AND
MARY
AN: 502772 ; Baxter Magolda, Marcia B., Magolda, Peter Mark.; Contested Issues in Student Affairs
: Diverse Perspectives and Respectful Dialogue
Account: s9011738.main.ehost

Copyright @ 2011. Stylus Publishing.
All rights reserved. May not be reproduced in any form without permission from the publisher, except fair uses permitted under U.S. or applicable copyright law.

CURBING ALCOHOL ABUSE ON COLLEGE CAMPUSES, WHY BOTHER?

163

Commencement exercises were often rowdy, alcohol-fueled affairs,
leading to drunken behavior by town and gown alike. This became such
a problem for early colleges that regulations had to be implemented to
limit ‘‘the Excesses, Immoralities, and Disorders.’’3 So how far have we
come in over 350 years of higher education in the United States? This
essay explores some primary issues related to alcohol use and abuse
among American college students, and ponders the challenges associated
with confronting a deeply entrenched cultural norm.

Preparing Students to Be Productive Citizens
My core belief about our roles as educators related to college student
alcohol use and abuse is the same as my overall perspective on higher
education: We should prepare students to be productive citizens in the
world they are entering upon graduation. I ﬁnd this position consistent
with the core values of student affairs, and as I began work on this essay
I turned to the central texts of our profession, expecting to ﬁnd speciﬁc
mention of alcohol as it related to student conduct and health. However,
despite the prominence of alcohol and other drugs as perennial challenges
to campus leaders, the foundational documents of the student affairs profession offer surprisingly little reference to alcohol use and abuse or interventions to target irresponsible behavior resulting from substance use and
abuse.
The original Student Personnel Point of View (SPPV), published in 1937
just four years after the repeal of Prohibition in the United States, only
broadly deﬁnes what we today might call health and wellness and student
conduct.4 Likewise, the 1949 update to the SPPV does not address alcohol
or other drugs directly; it addresses health and wellness, primarily in
terms of ‘‘an educational program of preventive medicine and personalhygiene counseling.’’5
‘‘The Student Learning Imperative’’ and Principles of Good Practice for
Student Affairs make no mention of alcohol or other drugs, student discipline, or health and wellness.6 However, both focus heavily on student
learning and civic responsibility, two outcomes excessive alcohol use has
been shown to diminish.7 It was not until the 21st century that alcohol is
mentioned by name in a foundational document of the profession. In
2004’s Learning Reconsidered: A Campus-Wide Focus on the Student Experience, a joint publication from the American College Personnel Association and the National Association of Student Personnel Administrators,
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‘‘drug and alcohol education’’ is named as an example of a practical competence in terms of student learning outcomes.8
The foundations of the student affairs profession are ﬁrmly situated
on educating the whole person; addressing substance abuse and working
to curb alcohol use on campus has been a practical part of this holistic
educational process for decades. However, alcohol education as a functional area or learning outcome per se has appeared relatively recently in
the guiding documents of our profession. This may be because of an
increased demand for accountability in terms of alcohol use and abuse, a
heightened awareness of the consequences of dangerous drinking, or evidence of ongoing specialization in student affairs work.

What Do We Mean by Alcohol Abuse?
The standard deﬁnition of a drink according to the National Institute of
Alcoholism and Alcohol Abuse is one 12-ounce bottle of beer or wine
cooler, one 5-ounce glass of wine, or 1.5 ounces of 80-proof distilled
spirits.9 A blood alcohol content (BAC) level of 0.08% or greater is the
legal limit for driving a motor vehicle in the United States. The Harvard
School of Public Health College Alcohol Study on college student behavior from 1992 to 2006 popularized the term binge drinking.10 This study
was lead by Henry Wechsler, a social psychologist at Harvard University,
who deﬁned binge drinking as ﬁve alcoholic drinks in a row for men, or
four drinks in a row for women, on a single occasion in a 2-week time
frame. This deﬁnition has provoked controversy, because of the low
threshold of the number of drinks and the vague time frame of ‘‘in a
row.’’ Nevertheless, the term has gained widespread acceptance, and
remains linked to the ﬁve/four deﬁnition based on sex.

o

Addressing substance abuse and working to curb
alcohol use on campus has been a practical part of
this holistic educational process for decades.

o

The National Institute of Alcoholism and Alcohol Abuse (NIAAA)
adopted Wechsler’s ﬁve and four deﬁnition of binge drinking in 2004 and
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added more speciﬁcity to the criteria for a binge. Speciﬁcally, NIAAA
deﬁned binge drinking as an episode of drinking that brings an individual’s BAC to 0.08% or above.11 For the typical adult this pattern corresponds to a man consuming ﬁve or more drinks or a woman consuming
four or more drinks in about 2 hours.
The NIAAA distinguishes binge drinking from risky drinking, which it
characterizes by a slightly lower BAC, between 0.05% and 0.08%, and a
bender, which it deﬁnes as two or more days of sustained heavy drinking.

The Noble Experiment: Alcohol and the Law in the
United States
Alcohol use is not only an issue on college and university campuses; it is
also embedded in our national culture and shared history. There have
been a number of legislative approaches to responding to alcohol not only
on college campuses but also in the nation as a whole. Most famously, the
United States implemented a prohibition on alcohol in the early 20th
century. With the passage of the 18th Amendment to the Constitution,
the federal government outlawed the production, distribution, and sale
of alcohol from 1920 until 1933. The Noble Experiment, as Prohibition
is sometimes called, became increasingly unpopular during the Great
Depression and ultimately failed. The federal government passed the 21st
Amendment in December 1933, repealing the 18th Amendment and thus
ending Prohibition.
Responsibility for regulating the legal age for alcohol consumption
transferred to the state legislatures, and policies varied widely. Most states
adopted a minimum age of 21 for consumption, but one state, Ohio, was
as low as 16 years. During the Vietnam War era of the late 1960s and
early 1970s, many states lowered the drinking age to 18 or 19 years of age
when the voting age was lowered to 18 with passage of the 26th Amendment in 1971.
The National Minimum Drinking Age Act of 1984 established a federal
standard on alcohol consumption for the ﬁrst time since Prohibition, and
set 21 as the minimum legal drinking age for young adults in the United
States.12 Although individual states still technically retained the right to
specify a younger age, doing so would result in a 10% decrease in highway
and transportation funds from the federal government.
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The National Highway Trafﬁc Safety Association estimates that the
minimum drinking age of 21 saves nearly 900 lives each year and has
saved over 25,000 lives between 1975 and 2006.13 The nonproﬁt group
Mothers Against Drunk Driving (MADD) was a strong voice advocating
for the passage of the minimum drinking age legislation and continues to
play a leading role in lobbying for stronger measures against drunk driving in the United States.14

An Ingrained Culture of Drinking: Effects of Alcohol Use in
Higher Education
There is little debate that alcohol is ﬁrmly rooted in college student culture. To contextualize student alcohol use, we must recognize that alcohol
is also an integral part of the larger U.S. culture. Here is an experiment
for you: Try to keep a tally of how many references to alcohol you
encounter in a single day. How many times do you hear a popular song
on the radio or on your iPod that mentions drinking? How many beer
advertisements do you see on television, billboards, or online? How many
drinks are consumed by characters on your favorite TV shows? How
many people do you see drinking alcoholic beverages when you go out
for dinner? When you keep track, it is astounding the number of times
an individual is confronted with images of alcohol in just one day in
American society.
The negative effects of alcohol consumption for college students are
well documented and widespread. Hingson, Zha, and Weitzman studied
the effects of alcohol consumption among college students between 18
and 24 and reported that an estimated 1,825 students died from alcoholrelated injuries in 2005, including accidents involving motor vehicles; this
represents an increase of 3% per 100,000 from the 1,140 alcohol-related
college student deaths in 1998.15 Additionally, about 600,000 students are
injured per year while under the inﬂuence of alcohol. Alcohol consumption is also related to violence among students. Nearly 700,000 students
are assaulted each year by other students who have been drinking, and
about 100,000 college students are victims of alcohol-related date rape or
sexual assault.16 Clearly, the culture of drinking on college campuses has
serious repercussions for our students and our society.
Pascarella and colleagues demonstrated that the effects of binge drinking are equal opportunity across gender, race, and educational level.17
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The negative impact of excessive alcohol consumption on college student
achievement, as measured by grade point average, was essentially the
same for men and women, White students and non-White students, ﬁrstyear students and seniors, and for students of varying levels of precollege
academic preparation.18
In addition to the negative impact of excessive alcohol use on student
learning, there are also signiﬁcant negative effects related to relationships
and civic responsibility. Through the Harvard School of Public Health
College Alcohol Study, Henry Wechsler and colleagues identiﬁed eight
major problems associated with binge drinking behaviors, such as interruption of sleep, unwanted sexual advances, and assault.19 These were
termed secondary binge effects to reﬂect that they affected students who
were not binge drinkers themselves but lived in residence halls, fraternity
or sorority houses, or near peers who were binge drinkers.20

Interventions: Approaches to Curbing Alcohol Abuse on
College Campuses
A number of approaches to responding to the problem of alcohol abuse
on college and university campuses can be grouped into three main theoretical categories: restriction, education, and activism. I highlight one
example of each of these types of programs, relating each to the overarching goal of preparing students to be productive citizens.
Restriction: Limiting Access and Corralling Like-Minded People
Restriction involves limiting access to alcoholic beverages for individuals
regardless of age. Wechsler et al. found that about one-third of college
and university campuses in the United States ban alcohol on campus
outright for all students.21 A larger number (43%), including those that
completely banned alcohol, did not allow alcohol in any on-campus residences (regardless of student age), and over three fourths (81%) of all
campuses offered an option for alcohol-free residence by choice (either
alcohol-free residence hall buildings or ﬂoors).22 Some have argued that
alcohol-free residences encourage students to drink elsewhere and drive
under the inﬂuence to return home. However, Wechsler and his colleagues found that residents of alcohol-free housing were no more likely
to drink and drive than residents of unrestricted housing.23
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The availability of alcohol-free housing undoubtedly offers an environment that many students (and their parents) desire. However, I question
the extent to which alcohol-free housing changes the culture of alcohol
abuse on college campuses or prepares students for the world they will
enter upon graduation. For better or worse, alcohol is present in the
world they will enter; students should be prepared to navigate the complex decisions they may face involving alcohol and other substances. In
this world, individuals are expected to follow the laws or work to change
them; students should learn how to clearly explain their perspective to
others, particularly if it is a dissenting opinion. In this world, individuals
are held accountable for their actions; students should understand that
choosing to break the law may result in sanctions. In this world, students
will interact with individuals from cultures all over the globe, including
people raised in cultures where young adults have much more experience
with alcohol at younger ages than Americans typically do. Students may
live and work in another country, in which alcohol plays a more prominent role or none at all.
Seen in this light, it is a disservice to students to implement policies
that stipulate a complete ban on alcohol even for those over 21. Students
over 21 may beneﬁt from exposure to experiences where they can learn
to drink alcohol responsibly if they choose or politely decline alcohol if
they decide not to drink. Many professional contexts, and in fact many
job interviews, include situations where alcohol is present. In any event,
the message that an institution sends needs to be consistent. It is understandably frustrating to students who see a double standard where alcohol
is not permitted on campus for students over 21 yet is free ﬂowing for a
campus event targeting alumni or donors.

Education: Providing Information to Navigate the Environment
Education includes interventions aimed at providing information for students to navigate collegiate social environments. Additionally, highly visible educational programs serve as a symbol of an institution’s
commitment to the health and safety of students. Such educational initiatives can be a means for a college or university to communicate to parents, students, and other stakeholders the behavioral expectations of
membership in the campus community, as well as a strategy for risk management and limiting liability in the event of an alcohol-related incident.
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Common curricula are the effects of alcohol on the body, the legal implications for drinking underage, and how to assist a peer who has had too
much to drink. Online education programs are a common strategy for
institutions to reach a large percentage of students with basic information
about the effects of alcohol.
AlcoholEdu is one of the leading programs and is used in 36% of all
ﬁrst-year programs at 4-year higher education institutions in the United
States. As a result, AlcoholEdu claims to have the world’s largest database
on college students and alcohol.24 Andrew Wall concluded that students
who participated in this online education program self-reported fewer
negative effects and episodes of binge drinking than a comparison group,
as measured 4 to 6 weeks after completion of the online program. Interventions with ﬁrst-year students appeared most promising in terms of
positive effects.25
Ideally, an educational program designed to prepare students to
become productive citizens would be targeted at the entire student body,
as opposed to focusing only on ﬁrst-year or high-risk students. Such a
program would illustrate multiple perspectives about drinking alcohol
and employ a variety of teaching methods and points of contact (e.g.,
online instruction, active learning, and reinforcement in formal curriculum). The challenges of confronting a deeply rooted culture of drinking
are substantial but not insurmountable.26 I describe this ideal type of
educational program as institutional in nature because the effort can beneﬁt from intentional faculty involvement and crossing contexts between
student affairs and academic affairs. I believe that by making punitive
measures the primary response to alcohol and other drug issues, without
an educational component, undesirable behaviors are pushed further and
further into the private domain and away from educators who might
help.

Activism: Inﬂuencing Policy Change
Activism involves working to change the current context as it relates to
alcohol consumption by inﬂuencing policy or legal decisions. In 2005
John McCardell, president emeritus of Middlebury College and newly
installed president of the University of the South (Sewanee), founded the
Amethyst Initiative, a group that advocates lowering the drinking age in
the United States, although it does not specify what age. The group’s
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reasoning is that Americans can serve in the military, vote, enter into
contracts, and serve on juries before the age of 21, and therefore should
be mature enough to have a drink if they choose. One hundred thirty-six
college presidents have signed on to the initiative as of early 2011.27 The
cause appears to be having some success inﬂuencing policy; the state of
Vermont passed a resolution (SR 17) in April 2010 urging the U.S. Congress to grant waivers of federal highway funding penalties to states that
would like to explore alternatives to the legal drinking age of 21.
I believe that activist approaches to addressing alcohol abuse are some
of the most effective for preparing students to become productive citizens. Without a doubt, policies and practice in working with college students and alcohol must be legal. However, opportunities for questioning
the rationale behind the existing laws and their appropriateness in the
current climate should be allowed. Accordingly, the Amethyst Initiative
is a positive role model for how to engage in substantive dialogue on a
controversial topic. The group has expressed its opinion about the drinking age at 21, gathered data to support its position, and recruited supporters in its cause.
The political implications can be substantial for student affairs professionals overseeing alcohol policies. There is a wide array of stakeholders,
including students, parents, faculty, upper-level administrators, alumni,
community members, and law enforcement—many of whom do not see
eye to eye on the issue of alcohol consumption. It is generally not politically correct to speak out against the minimum drinking age of 21; taking
this point of view often leads to the erroneous assumption that one supports underage binge drinking or drunk driving.
There are legal implications as well as political ones when dealing with
alcohol and college students. We live in an increasingly litigious society,
and higher education institutions, student organizations, college administrators, and student leaders are regularly sued for alcohol-related claims.
The choices we make (and those we fail to make) as educators or administrators are often under the microscope on campus and in the community.
This liability has required a new standard for documentation in the past
two decades; meeting minutes, recordings of educational programs, and
proof of student participation are all pieces of information that may be
requested in the event of legal action.

Why Bother? Considerations for Practice
Curbing alcohol abuse among college students is not an impossible
dream. Eliminating alcohol abuse among American college students—
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o

The Amethyst Initiative is a positive role model for
how to engage in substantive dialogue on a
controversial topic.

o

that is the impossible dream. Curbing alcohol abuse, however, is an area
where progress is well documented. The initiatives discussed here all
appear to have incremental success in reducing student alcohol abuse.
Despite the many challenges posed by alcohol abuse among college students and its deep roots in university (and American) culture, research
shows that individuals who attain a college degree are signiﬁcantly less
likely to experience alcohol abuse or dependency after college as compared to those with only a high school diploma.28
Restriction, education, and activism, separately and in combination,
offer promising interventions for modifying alcohol-fueled behavior
among undergraduates and for preparing students to be productive citizens of the world after graduation. Despite the wealth of well-intentioned
approaches to tackling alcohol abuse on college campuses, negative
behavior persists. In 350 years, higher education leaders have yet to ﬁnd
an effective recipe for eliminating alcohol abuse.
Alcohol use is pervasive in college and the larger American culture.
Since the minimum drinking age is in the middle of the traditional college
age distribution, it is extremely challenging to enforce. So why bother?
We bother because lives are at stake. Healthy, educated habits and choices
learned in college may stay with a person long after graduation (just as
unhealthy or abusive habits may linger as well). Developmental research
shows that traditional-aged college students are forming their values systems and moral reasoning during the young adult years, and therefore
programs aimed at educating students about the responsible use of alcohol, as well as the implications for breaking the law, are important components of an undergraduate (and even high school) education.
Above all, I believe that higher education leaders cannot be afraid to
confront inappropriate student behavior and have honest, often difﬁcult,
conversations with undergraduates about alcohol use and abuse. Even if
interventions do not result in immediate behavioral change, a consistent
message is important, and it may click for a student years after
graduation.
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Curbing Alcohol Abuse on College Campuses:
Why Bother, Indeed?
Heidi Levine, Cornell College
James Barber presents a compelling exploration of the long-standing
challenges related to student alcohol misuse and the moral imperative to
address this problematic behavior. Clearly student alcohol misuse
remains one of the most frequently discussed issues among college
administrators and other interested constituents.
Barber examines three promising approaches to curbing high-risk
drinking among college students—limiting access, education, and activism—and discusses the beneﬁts of ‘‘corralling like-minded people’’ (p.
167). These approaches do indeed show promise in reducing student
high-risk alcohol use. However, rather than considering these as discrete,
stand-alone initiatives, educators achieve greater efﬁcacy employing these
strategies as components of a broader, multifaceted model.

Environmental Management Model
The Higher Education Center for Alcohol and Other Drug Prevention
(HEC) offers a campus-based approach to reducing student alcohol misuse adapted from a public health model.1 This model embraces a comprehensive, community-focused approach to fostering behavior change. As
with campaigns related to seatbelt use and smoking, multifaceted
approaches (while not eliminating problem behaviors) help moderate
individuals’ behaviors and their negative inﬂuences. Individual education
and intervention are still important components, but we recognize they
are not silver bullets. This model also incorporates a broad understanding
of what constitutes a college or university community, extending its reach
beyond the actual campus borders.
The environmental management model targets three spheres of focus
and action: the campus, surrounding community, and state or public
policy. Within each sphere, advocates can develop strategies that focus on
the environment, education, early intervention, and enforcement. I focus
primarily on describing campus-based strategies but will also provide
brief examples of strategies in the community and public policy spheres.
EBSCO : eBook Collection (EBSCOhost) - printed 174
on 7/19/2018 12:09 PM via COLLEGE OF WILLIAM AND
MARY
AN: 502772 ; Baxter Magolda, Marcia B., Magolda, Peter Mark.; Contested Issues in Student Affairs
: Diverse Perspectives and Respectful Dialogue
Account: s9011738.main.ehost

CURBING ALCOHOL ABUSE ON COLLEGE CAMPUSES, WHY BOTHER?

175

Copyright @ 2011. Stylus Publishing.
All rights reserved. May not be reproduced in any form without permission from the publisher, except fair uses permitted under U.S. or applicable copyright law.

Campus-Based Strategies
Environmental Change
Campus-based environmental change focuses on multiple aspects of the
institutional structure. One facet involves examining students’ unstructured free time, particularly on residential campuses. For example,
schools might examine their class schedules and pose a series of questions:
Are classes typically held on Friday mornings? How are those Friday
classes spent—do faculty members avoid scheduling high-stakes activities
(such as tests)? Having fewer academic activities on Fridays sends a tacit
message that heavy alcohol consumption on Thursday night or Friday
afternoon is acceptable, and ensuring that academic activities occur
throughout the week is one promising environmental practice.
Another area for environmental change is to identify commonly held
beliefs that are prevalent on a campus that suggest alcohol misuse is a
normative part of the college experience. These beliefs may be communicated by a wide variety of sources, on campus and in the wider community. On-campus transmitters of these beliefs, surprisingly, may include
faculty and administrative staff members who joke about student drinking or share ‘‘war stories’’ from their own college days. Student perceptions about how many students consume alcohol and in what quantity
underlie other messages about campus norms. Campus-based public
health campaigns that challenge these normative beliefs and replace misperceptions with current, accurate information provide students with
new norms to judge their own behavior and subtly shift the institutional
culture regarding alcohol use.
A third environmental strategy is for schools to examine the opportunities available for nonalcohol-focused social and recreational activities.
Creating and widely marketing a variety of attractive late-night, substancefree programming options provides students with alternatives to
drinking.
Education
Barber shares information about the promising practice of using online
programs such as AlcoholEdu to provide students with information and
feedback about their own behavioral choices.2 He strongly encourages
wide use of these programs rather than focusing solely on higher-risk
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groups of students. In addition, educational strategies should intentionally provide students with opportunities for personal reﬂection and
engagement. Even the best-designed educational programs will have limited inﬂuence on students if they are presented in single-episode formats.
A strength of AlcoholEdu is that it incorporates a second module that
students complete within 3 months of the initial program. Schools that
also build in small-group discussions and personal reﬂection activities
may see even more positive results when implementing such programs.
Early Intervention
Even those campuses with well-developed and integrated environmental
and educational strategies will undoubtedly have some students who are
at risk for developing alcohol and other substance abuse problems.
Schools should have mechanisms in place to provide alcohol (and other
drug) screenings and assessments. These may include anonymous, webbased tools that provide students with feedback about their risk level and
appropriate resources. Support and treatment services should be easily
accessible to students. Providing addictions treatment is beyond the scope
of most campus counseling centers, but they typically have information
about local resources and can facilitate the referral process. Campus ofﬁcials should also consider sponsoring programs such as Alcoholics Anonymous on or near campus since students are more likely to use these
services if they are convenient and attended by their peers.
Enforcement
The remaining campus-based strategy involves development of clear and
widely disseminated policies. A consistent and high level of policy
enforcement will contribute to reduced student alcohol misuse on campus. In the next section I discuss ways institutions can form partnerships
with their surrounding communities to ensure that alcohol-related problems are not merely driven off campus.

Community Strategies
Three community strategies are particularly effective in curbing high-risk
student alcohol use. The ﬁrst of these is the establishment of campuscommunity coalitions. The intentional formation of working groups with
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broad representation from the campus and the extended community can
shed light on the impacts of student alcohol use on the broader community and creates a shared sense of responsibility for tackling those issues.
Coalitions can be highly effective in addressing issues regarding student
groups hosting parties in private residences, a particular concern for
neighbors and tavern owners. Good neighbor campaigns can target offcampus students in raising awareness of the impact of their behaviors and
of community standards.
Other environmental strategies that can emerge from campuscommunity coalitions involve agreements between the institution and
area tavern owners. Eliminating promotions such as drink specials and
Ladies’ Night and ceasing sponsorship of or hosting activities like beer
pong tournaments challenge social norms about alcohol use and reduce
incentives for high-risk drinking. Additionally, agreements can incorporate bar and retail owners’ posting social norming and other educational
information in visible locations in their establishments.
Finally, the extended community plays a vital role in maintaining clear
and consistent enforcement of alcohol-related laws and regulations. The
campus can assist business owners with training on how to effectively
identify and appropriately limit serving underage patrons. Checking IDs
and refusing to serve underage or intoxicated patrons limit students’
access to alcohol. Campus ofﬁcials should develop strong partner relationships with local law enforcement and support local ofﬁcials in consistently intervening with students who are in violation of public
intoxication, underage drinking, and related laws.

Public Policy Strategies
The ﬁnal sphere of the environmental management model involves advocating for public policy change. Barber discussed public policy initiatives
that already exist, including the work of the Amethyst Initiative, as well
as political and legal implications of these issues.3 Additional public policy
strategies should include advocating for adequate funding and resources
to support early intervention and treatment programs. While individual
campus leaders may engage in such advocacy work, these strategies are
most effective when conducted in collaboration with other institutions
and leaders or in educational systems.
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In his discussion of the federal minimum legal drinking age (MLDA),
Barber notes that creating alcohol-free housing and campuses minimizes
our ability to help prepare students for socially appropriate behavior
beyond college. Might the same argument not be made regarding students under 21 years of age? Read, Merrill, and Bytschkow’s research
concluded that underage students were more likely than their peers to
‘‘pregame,’’ or drink to the point of intoxication prior to attending social
events.4 Although students who were 21 and older did occasionally pregame, younger students did so more frequently and excessively, consuming more drinks and reaching a higher BAC level than did older students.
While saving money was a motivator for all the students who pregamed,
younger students were also motivated by the fact that they might not be
able to obtain alcohol at the events to follow.

o

Interventions most likely to lead to deep, cultural
change occur when planned and implemented by
task forces with broad institutional representation.

o

For these students, the current MLDA increases the likelihood that
they will engage in faster, more secretive—higher risk—alcohol use. As
Barber mentions, the signatories of the Amethyst Initiative are calling for
revisiting the MLDA; it is worth considering whether a lower drinking
age would create more opportunities to help shape students’ use of alcohol over the course of their college careers.

Institutional Leadership
The implementation of an environmental management approach is most
effective when leadership is coming from the highest institutional levels.
Interventions most likely to lead to deep, cultural change occur when
planned and implemented by task forces with broad institutional representation.5 These task forces should be appointed by and report directly
to the institution’s president. Such structures reﬂect an institutional commitment to addressing student alcohol misuse and recognition that this
is an issue that involves the entire campus community.
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Why Bother, Indeed?
Barber asserts that while we may not be able to eliminate student alcohol
abuse, we can curb high-risk behavior and its effects. Existing data do
show that a comprehensive and integrated approach can moderate student high-risk drinking. The following are just a few examples of programs that have made an impact:
> At Northern Illinois University, a social norms marketing
campaign highlighted the fact that (among those students who
consume alcohol) most students drink moderately and do not
experience frequent drunkenness. The campaign also provides
information about ‘‘safer partying,’’ sexual assault prevention,
and other safety tips. Over a 10-year period the school saw a 44%
reduction in high-risk drinking rates.6
> The Penn State–University Park campus has been recognized as
a leader in alcohol-free late-night programming. Its
LateNight—Penn State program offers live music, dance,
comedy, and other entertainment until 2 a.m. on weekend
nights.7 In the ﬁrst years of this programming, the negative
academic effects of alcohol use dropped by 17%.8
> The State University of New York developed a systemwide
adoption of the environmental management model.9 Led by a
multicampus task force, campuses had access to training, online
resources, and state policy makers. Model initiatives include
SUNY New Paltz’s infusion of alcohol education throughout the
curriculum and agreement with community tavern owners to
limit high-risk practices, and the University of Albany’s Middle
Earth peer education program.10
> As part of its ﬁrst-year student environmental management
program, Grand Valley State University created engaging peer
education programs, a wide range of social activities, and
substance-free housing options. In recognition of the fact that
some incoming students are already dealing with substance abuse
problems Grand Valley’s initiatives included the establishment of
an on-campus 12-step program and special housing for students
in recovery.11
So, why bother? Because with intention, collaboration, and understanding that addressing alcohol misuse requires a long-term commitment, we
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can create campuses where high-risk alcohol use is widely understood to
be nonnormative, and students can develop socially appropriate behaviors in safe and healthy communities.
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This article reports an analysis of the National College Health Assessment Survey responses from over 75,000 college students. Results reveal
that students’ overestimation of their peers’ alcohol consumption inﬂuenced their personal alcohol consumption. Lower risk behaviors occurred
in settings where preventive information was associated with a more
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This article reports ﬁndings of this large-scale survey study of more
than 50,000 students. The ﬁndings include harm to drinkers and those
around them, the importance of lowering drink thresholds, and how
campus culture, policies, and marketing and promotions of alcohol
encourage heavy student drinking.
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